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An appropriate employment of a first language (L1) in EFL/ESL classes requires a language 
teacher’s constant decision-making process based on a careful analysis of teaching contexts such 
as institutional policies and students’ needs. Using the notes from a peer-teaching journal, this 
paper will first analyze patterns in the students’ L1 use observed at an initial stage of the semester. 
Then, it will describe approaches introduced in class to facilitate the target language (L2) use. The 
final section will report the influence of these approaches in the students’ L1 use. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The debate on incorporating a first language (L1) in EFL/ESL classrooms cannot be disregarded, 
particularly in monolingual contexts such as Japan where learners share the first language and 
cultural perspectives (Cole, 1998). A number of factors influence second language teachers’ 
judgement on the appropriate and balanced use of the L1, such as institutional policies, and 
learners’ needs and attitudes towards use of the L1. Language teachers first need to take 
institutional policies and goals into consideration when choosing approaches. For instance, many 
language schools adopt an English-only policy because an inappropriate use of L1 can take away 
learning opportunities and cause less exposure in L2 communication. As Ellis and Shintani (2014) 
note, excessive use of L1 can discourage learners’ active attempts to predict meanings from 
contexts and other clues. Another factor to consider is students’ needs with regard to L1 support. 
Although the English-only policy can be beneficial, language learners do have situations where 
they can take advantage of L1, especially at a beginning level. Employing L1 can facilitate 
language learning, allowing learners to gain a better understanding of target language features 
through comparative analysis (Cole, 1998). Using L1 in classrooms can also mitigate learners’ 
frustrations and anxiety in language classes (Ellis & Shintani, 2014). Finally, language instructors 
need be aware of the gap between an English-only policy and learners’ attitudes. For instance, 
some students are reluctant to communicate in L2 with peers who share the same L1 because they 
perceive the communication “unnatural” (Storch & Aldosari, 2010). Therefore, based on the 
critical analysis of teaching contexts, language teachers need to develop guidelines regarding use 
of the L1 to facilitate a learner’s engagement in L2 communication (Ford, 2009). 
 The theories above are applicable in my previous and current teaching experiences. 
Engaging my students in English communication has been one of the most challenging parts of 
my teaching at English Discussion Center (EDC) at Rikkyo university in Japan whereas it was not 
my major concern when I taught English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses in America, even 
though both institutions adopt English-only policies. In America, few students talked to me in 
Japanese because we did not share a first language, and they were more restrained in their L1 use, 
having made their own choices to study there. In contrast, in EDC, I feel that I am not providing 
the most effective language learning environment when my students rely too much on their L1 
and even talk to the teacher in Japanese. Therefore, to gain a better understanding of ways to cope 
with this issue, this paper will explore a balanced L1 use in a monolingual class, and approaches 
to help learners engage in L2 communications. 
 For this project, I selected a level III (TOEIC 360 – 380) compulsory discussion class with 
8 freshmen (2 males and 6 females) majoring in Contemporary Psychology. One of the major 
course goals was for students to carry out two discussions (10 and 16 minutes) only in English 
without teacher intervention, using target phrases for academic discussions. I chose this class 
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because the students’ excessive use of L1 often interrupted their learning and my teaching, and I 
felt the need to take action. In the first lesson, although I talked to them in English, some students 
continued to constantly reply to me in Japanese. In the same lesson, they showed their disinterest 
in English when asked. Their previous teacher also warned me about their excessive Japanese use 
in the previous semester, though he added that they were not bad students. As my colleague had 
suggested, the students seemed energetic and motivated to improve themselves. They came to 
class on time even though it was the first period on Saturdays, and their quiz scores were usually 
high. After teaching a few classes, I thought if I took action, something might change in the class. 
 
DISCUSSION 
To understand what action to take, I kept a teaching journal for all 14 lessons with the aim of (1) 
developing a better understanding of the students’ use of L1, (2) exploring appropriate approaches 
to facilitating their L2 use, and (3) documenting the students’ reactions to these approaches. The 
journal kept was based on my class observations from week 1 and also recordings of the classes 
from week 4, and some entries were shared with my colleague online, where we exchanged 
comments and questions. Peer-journaling was chosen as a means of exploring approaches because 
it helps teachers see patterns in class, interpret them from different angles, plan alternative 
solutions, and see learners’ development more clearly (Richards & Farrell, 2005). 
 
Students’ initial performance 
Not knowing what approaches to introduce, I first examined if any patterns underlay the students’ 
L1 use. Though every student utilized some Japanese, from my observations, I first learned that it 
was only three students, Hana, Hiroshi, and Mami (pseudonyms) whose Japanese use was 
problematic, in that its use was too frequent. They would go back to Japanese soon after I pointed 
out the L1 use, and often fell back on the L1 instead of making use of English communication 
skills introduced in class to help them cope with communication problems. Categorizing all the 
patterns of the Japanese use was impossible, but there seemed at least three major patterns in their 
L1 use; (1) the lack of English skills, (2) their desire to build a rapport with their peers, and (3) 
the lack of intention to use L2. It should be noted here that an instance of their L1 use does not 
necessarily stem from only one factor, but may be from a number of them. 
 One major reason in a learner’s Japanese use is the lack of English skills. As Sert (2005) 
reports, when learners lack language skills, they tend to use L1 for the purpose of “equivalence”, 
“reiteration”, and “floor holding” (p. 1). Hana’s Japanese use illustrates “equivalence”. She did 
not know the English word “predict” and codeswitched to Japanese, “yosoku suru”. After 
obtaining the English equivalent, she formed a sentence with the word “predict” and repeatedly 
used the word in her later speech instead of the Japanese equivalent. This L1 use may have been 
avoided if she had known the English equivalent. “Reiteration”, checking understanding of 
instructions in L1 (Sert, 2005), was another strategy often used by the students. Finally, the 
students also made use of L1 for the purpose of “floor holding”. They often said, “matte” (“Wait”), 
or “nan te iu no” (“How do you say that?) to avoid awkward silence resulting from their lack of 
competence. 
 Another possible reason behind learners’ L1 use is their desire to establish a rapport with 
classmates. As Sert (2005) argues, some learners show intimacy and build a good relationship with 
their peers by using L1. The students often shared their personal stories and made jokes in Japanese 
to build a better relationship. In addition, they added Japanese phrases as bilinguals outside the 
classrooms, such as “Not in the prefecture, desho (“right?”)” or “Okay, summarize, ne (“right”)”. 
If the classroom is perceived as a bilingual space, students may regard themselves as members in 
the same community and show intimacy, using similar codeswitching patterns as those used by 
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bilinguals in non-classroom situations (Liebscher & Dailey-O’cain, 2005). 
 The other potential explanation for the L1 use is a learner’s insufficient attempts to actively 
engage in L2 communication, which I consider has the most room for improvement at an earlier 
stage and should be treated immediately with appropriate approaches. The class observations 
convinced me that some L1 use might have resulted from not only a student’s limited language 
competence but also their lack of attempts. In regular classes, Hana used Japanese, “hai hai” (Can 
I start?)” to express her intention to join a discussion. Some Japanese reaction phrases were 
frequently observed, and questions were repeatedly asked of the teacher in Japanese as well. All 
the cases above could have been avoided with the target phrases presented in previous lessons. Of 
course, this could have resulted from the incomplete acquisition of the phrases. However, in lesson 
5, my students demonstrated their ability to successfully carry out a discussion test for 16 minutes 
with nearly no Japanese. The techniques and phrases taught in class contributed to this successful 
discussion where the students showed their intention to find English equivalents. The only 
Japanese use observed in the test was self-talk or asking for English equivalents. This may imply 
that the frequent Japanese utterances observed in regular classes did not correspond to their 
language ability; it could instead have been a lack of attempts to engage in L2 communications. 
 Among the aforementioned patterns, I focused on the third type of Japanese use stemming 
from the lack of active engagement, because allowing careless use of L1 can be detrimental to 
long-term improvement in fluency (Sert, 2005). As for the other two types of L1 use, I thought 
they did not require an immediate treatment because the L1 used as a support or rapport building 
can help create a positive, comfortable learning environment at an earlier stage. 
 
Strategies initially employed in class  
In order to encourage students to make an attempt to use L2, I initially experimented with two 
strategies. The first strategy was to raise learners’ awareness that some of their Japanese use was 
easily replaceable with the English expressions learnt in previous lessons. The students reviewed 
their Japanese expressions and matched them with corresponding English phrases presented in the 
course. On a side note, I started with frequent and trendy Japanese reaction phrases such as “sorena” 
(“I totally agree”) and “majika” (“Really?”) used among the people of their generation to help 
generate their interest in finding English equivalents, and facilitate active, frequent use of the L2. 
 The other initial strategy employed was to present my expectations towards their L1 use by 
pausing, pointing out the use, and giving English-Only cards when I thought the ideas were easy 
enough for them to translate into English. For instance, a behavior worth noting here is that the 
students would continue to ask me questions in their L1 when responded to in English, knowing 
that they could use Japanese as a tool to communicate with their teacher. Therefore, I decided to 
wait until they attempted to form questions in the L2 to reduce the number of questions asked in 
the L1. Things I kept in mind were to incorporate the strategy in a non-accusing manner, and at 
the right time when we built a relationship to protect us from discomfort or awkwardness. 
 At first, some students showed hesitation. In lesson 4, Hiroshi asked me “kocchi desu ka” 
(“Is this my group?”) to change groups, and I paused and responded, “You can ask me in English!”, 
judging from his high enough English ability to be capable of translating it into English. To my 
disappointment, he did not try to translate, saying, “Nothing, nothing”. With repeated attempts, 
however, students began to translate when pointed out, as shown below:  
 
Hana: kore ikkai ikkai chekku suru no (Do we check this every time we use functions?) 
Teacher: [Pause] You can ask me in English! 
Hana: Oh! Use check use check use check? 
Teacher: Yes. 
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Hana: onaji kōmoku demo (Even the same functions?) 
Teacher: [Paused and showed that I was expecting her to ask me in English] 
Hana: Oh, same part? 
 
The two strategies above revealed some immediate effect but left two problems: (1) the teacher’s 
constant monitoring and interruptions were required, and (2) the students’ improvement in L2 use 
was temporary; their attempts were seen only when pointed out.  
 
Discussing rationales & Goal setting  
The problems above were shared in the peer-teaching journal, and my peer’s questions “Do the 
students know your expectations? If not, how do you want to share them?” made me realize that 
those issues probably resulted from the lack of our mutual understanding of rationales and 
negotiations of goals. Having considered effective approaches to sharing my expectations and 
rationales with the students, I came to the conclusion that rationales needed to come partly from 
the students, not just from the teacher, and they should set their own goals. Therefore, I took the 
following approaches: (1) a learner-centered discussion on rationales for L2 use, (2) simulated 
communications with non-Japanese speakers, and (3) goal-setting activities. 
 For the students to be able to identify the rationales themselves, I had them brainstorm 
advantages and disadvantages of using L1 at the end of Lesson 6 when they learned the Balancing 
Opinion function (discussing advantages and disadvantages). After laying out their ideas on the 
board, I added examples of the two types of their Japanese use on the board as shown in Table 2.  
 
Advantages of using Japanese in EDC class Disadvantages of using Japanese in EDC class 
We can understand deeply and clearly 
Japanese can help us learn new words. 
We can share real feelings and connect easily 
We don’t have much time to practice English. 
We cannot improve English. 
We become used to use Japanese when in trouble 
Japanese in class Type 1 Japanese in class Type 2 
How do you say yosokusuru in English? hai hai (Can I start?) / sorena (I totally agree) 
Figure 1. The board work: Advantages and disadvantages of L1 & examples of students’ L1 use. 
 
Examining the examples of their L1 use above, students judged if each type of Japanese use was 
effective or ineffective, in a short group discussion. The students reached the agreement that the 
use, labeled as Type 1 in Table 2 above, was beneficial because the Japanese use could help 
comprehend English better by facilitating their vocabulary learning. By contrast, they considered 
the Type 2 use of L1 undesirable because they interpreted the use as detrimental to their L2 
improvement. The students then set goals that they would make attempts to reduce the Type 2 use 
of L1, especially in Discussion 1 (10 minutes) and Discussion 2 (16 minutes) in lessons. 
 With these goals in mind, in Lesson 7, the students demonstrated a slightly reduced amount 
of Japanese use, and yet it did not give the students or the teacher a clear sense of achievement 
without clear evidence. From Lesson 8 to 13, therefore, the students set their own short-term and 
detailed goals so that the progress would be monitored by both the teacher and the students 
themselves. They set a limit on the number of times that they could use Japanese for each activity 
and wrote those numbers in Table 3 below. The results were added after completing each stage of 
the lesson. This was the lesson where the students showed significant improvement, clearly proven 
by the fact that everyone achieved their goals in every part of the lesson. At each stage, most of 
them never used Japanese and no one used the L1 more than twice. More detailed examples 
illustrating their improvements will be reported in the next section. 
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Name: Your goals Results 
Fluency         2       1 
Review & Practice    
Discussion 1 (10 min)   
Discussion 2 (16 min)               
Figure 2. Worksheet for short-term goal-setting activities. 
 
Before discussing the students’ improvements in L2 use, it is worth noting here that, in addition 
to the techniques above, I introduced a role-playing activity where students acted as a non-
Japanese speaker to reinforce their understanding of rationales. Since my students and I shared the 
first language, they did not have opportunities in my class to communicate with a non-Japanese 
speaker. With the role-playing activity, therefore, I hoped to help them experience simulated 
communications with non-Japanese speakers. I chose the role-playing activity, inspired in a 
reflective practice meeting where I myself found it surprisingly effective to imagine situations. 
 The role-playing activity was incorporated in Lesson 14, which aimed at selecting the best 
candidate for a company. I embedded an element of international interactions, having four students 
each play the role of company board members from New Zealand, Russia, Singapore, and America. 
Before they delved into the main topic, they were assigned to make small talk, playing a role as 
described by pictures and notes (see Appendix). They seemed to successfully imagine 
communications with non-Japanese speakers, pretending that they did not share the same L1. For 
instance, Hiroshi was absorbed into acting as a New Yorker by imitating their pronunciation, 
asking follow-up questions in L2, and actively using English reaction phrases. 
 
Students’ improvements in the target language use 
After identifying rationales and goals, the students’ intention to use L2 started to grow. The 
following instances are a clear indication of their greater awareness of and autonomy in their own 
use of L1, and even of their peer’s use. 
 The first type of improvement is that the students became more aware of their L1 use, and 
they self-corrected or peer-corrected the careless use of L1 without teacher intervention. When a 
Japanese reaction phrase slipped in, for instance, Hana recognized that and said, “a sokka tte 
itchatta” (Oh, I said a sokka). Another student, Hiroshi, not only noticed but also translated his 
Japanese into English, “There’s teiki (a commuting pass) …Special tickets”. Even more 
surprisingly, Mami began to voluntarily point out her classmates’ L1 use, saying “No Japanese!”, 
and when Japanese reaction phrases to backchannel were detected, Mami reminded peers to use 
an English alternative such as “Uh-huh”. These examples prove the students’ increased 
consciousness of their own and peer’s L1 use, and their greater efforts to refrain from using L1. 
 Another change observed in class was the promoted use of the target phrases taught in class. 
When Mami self-corrected her accidental use of L1 “それな”, she chose an L2 equivalent taught 
in class, “That’s right”. The students also began to use tools equipped with in class such as “Do 
you follow me?” and “Please give me one more chance” to negotiate meanings and cope with 
miscommunications without L1, applying their knowledge obtained in class. As a result, the 
strategies facilitated the students’ acquisition of the target phrases, which is a main goal of EDC. 
 The students’ active initiations of off-task and outside-the-class English communication are 
also indicative of their improvement. In lesson 8, they started to make jokes in English in between 
tasks. In Lesson 7, they began to say, “Have a nice day” to me and continued this until the final 
lesson. They also initiated a conversation with me about Christmas plans in English after lesson 
9. Moreover, most of them stated their increased interests in L2 communication in reflection sheets. 
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communication. Equipped with tools to manage English discussions, they might have become 
comfortable enough to go beyond their goals and communicate in L2 even outside the class. 
My personal favorite improvement was that they stopped asking me questions in Japanese after 
having the goal-setting activity. Everyone attempted to ask me questions in English such as “Only 
once?” and “Is ‘Ah’ ok?” As a Japanese-speaking teacher, I felt I might have negatively influenced 
my students’ L1 use when they asked me simple questions in Japanese. However, their attempts 
to refrain from using L1 even when interacting with a Japanese-speaking teacher show the changes 
in their choices. These changes are a great success because being a Japanese-speaking teacher did 
not lead to reduced learning opportunities. 
 The students’ improvements listed above probably resulted from the combination of all the 
approaches introduced in class, because each student showed different preferences towards each 
approach. Among these approaches, however, two of them seemed to have the most significant 
contribution to their improvement. One effective approach was to identify the students’ own 
rationales for using L2. As Ford (2009) suggests, the first step to address L1 issues is to identify 
what a learner wants. The students’ discussion on rationales probably reminded them that they 
should make attempts to use L2 because they wanted to maximize their learning opportunities, not 
just because the teacher told them to do so. The other effective strategy was the goal-setting 
activity that developed their autonomy. The process of developing learner autonomy consists of 
five elements: (1) setting goals, (2) planning the learning process, (3) choosing strategies, (4) 
monitoring the learning process, and (5) evaluating acquired skills (Holec, 1981 as cited in Borg 
& Al-Busaidi, 2012). In class, we focused on (1) setting goals and (5) evaluating acquired skills. 
As Cotterall (2000) argues, students’ active involvement in goal-setting and evaluating their skills 
seem to help them become more aware of and take charge of their L1 use. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Based on the notes from my peer-teaching journal entries, this paper has documented the process 
of finding and implementing appropriate approaches to facilitate learners’ L2 use in a monolingual 
class, followed by the reports on the learner’s reactions to those approaches. The teacher’s 
immediate feedback raised students’ awareness of their L1 use, but the effect was only temporary. 
A learner-centered discussion on rationales and goal setting activities, in contrast, demonstrated 
their significant efficacy in building the students’ autonomy, which in turn increased their attempts 
to initiate L2 communications with less teacher intervention. I would also like to note here that in-
class recording and peer-journaling fostered greater understanding of my teaching and my students’ 
learning process. As Richards and Farrell (2005) assured, I started to see the patterns in the 
students’ L1 use through keeping a journal. Collaboratively interpreting those patterns with my 
colleague helped me discover the teaching philosophy behind my decisions, and explore 
alternative interpretation and approaches. The recorded data also enabled me to see the students’ 
progress more clearly, and become more patient about their improvement, which led me to plan 
approaches and feedback better suited for their needs more accordingly at each stage. 
 Although the students made more attempts to use L2, further research is needed with regard 
to learners’ inappropriate choice of English expressions. Some English equivalents chosen by the 
students such as “Special tickets (a commuting pass)” or “Use check use check? (Do we check 
every time we use functions?)” were misleading and may not have been understood by non-
Japanese speakers. In this class, I rarely gave an alternative for these ineffective expressions 
because the focus at that stage was to help them become used to making attempts to use the L2 
with the tools they had, and the major goal in EDC is to improve speaking fluency, not accuracy. 
Future research, however, should investigate when and how teachers or peers intervene to give 
more effective L2 equivalents. In addition, this class did not provide all the elements in Holec’s 
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(1981) model for building autonomy. Incorporating learner-centered discussions regarding the 
strategies they use to reduce L1 may promote their autonomy. Furthermore, an introduction of 
peer-feedback activities might contribute to learners’ increased use of L2. Luckily, some students 
in this class voluntarily monitored their peers’ L1 use, but this may not be the case in other contexts. 
Carefully planned peer-feedback activities may accelerate more guaranteed and effective 
collaboration among learners to facilitate their L2 use. Finally, although the approaches described 
above were effective for this particular group of students, they may not necessarily suit well in 
other contexts. For language teachers to identify the balanced L1 use, and to provide effective 
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We celebrate Chinese New Year in 
February. 
We toss food together on the New Year. 
